Summary. This study investigated the medical students' English language learning needs and their perceptions of ESP courses in an academic environment. To do this, 100 medical students studying medical sciences in the faculty of medicine in Mashhad, Iran, were selected as the participants. Hutchinson and Waters' target language needs analysis framework was drawn on as the analytic model guiding the study. A needs analysis questionnaire was used for data collection. The questionnaire designed to identify the learners' perceptions of the frequency of English language skills/sub-skills use, the importance of English language learning, their ability in using language skills, their needs of language learning and their preferences of an English language course. After gathering and analyzing the data, it was found that reading skill is given priority by the students in terms of frequency of use, importance and proficiency. It also revealed that students need and prefer training in speaking, listening and communication skills. Considering the students' perceptions of the current ESP course, the findings implied that the English language skills incorporated in the current ESP book for the medical students and the allocated time for this course are not compatible with the English language learning needs and wants of the students.
Introduction
Due to the fact that English language has become a lingua franca of international communication, teaching and learning English as a second/foreign language has become widespread in today's world (e.g. Wardhaugh, 1986; Coury, 2001; Crystal, 2003; Jenkins, 2004; Kurfürst, 2004; Schwarz, 2003; Seidlhofer, 2005; Yang, 2006) . As a means of communication, English language plays an important role in many fields including medical sciences. In addition, Pritchard & Nasr (2004) emphasize that "English is of particular importance for science students because it is the principal international language of science and is looked upon as an effective means for enabling those students to become familiar with professional texts written in English" (p. 246) . Since almost all the new medical textbooks are in English, Kang (2004) emphasizes the role of this international language in medical studies. Kurfürst (2005) and Joesba and Ardeo (2005) highlight the significance of the English for Medical Purposes (EMP) as a sort of English for Specific Purposes (ESP) by providing some reasons. They claim that through learning English, medical students will be able to read medical textbooks, journals and write English articles. In addition, they will be able to prepare themselves for participating in class discussions and international medical conferences.
Furthermore, Kurfürst (2005) adds that by learning English, medical students will be able to write patients' history, orders and prescriptions in their future career. As Van Naerssen (1978) explains English for General Purposes (EGP) courses are not satisfactory for medical students. He believes that medical students need courses in which their job-related language needs are illuminated. Thereupon, because of the future needs of medical students, what/how to teach English to medical students are controversial issues.
Needs and needs analysis have been key concepts in discussing ESP courses. Wright (1992) explains the language learners with various identities bring their foreign language learning experiences and their language needs into the classroom and hope to be satisfied. Hutchinson and Waters (1987) claim that ESP is a learner-centered approach (not a product) which aims to meet the language needs of particular learners. They add that all the decisions on what/how to teach English should be made on the basis of the language needs of the particular learners, which in their view are defined as target needs (what the learners need to do in the target situation) and learning needs (what the learners need to do in order to learn). Hence, Hutchinson and Waters (1987) get across the target language needs analysis process through three distinctive According to a number of researchers (e.g. Al-Tamimi & Shuib, 2008; Al-Fadly, 2004; Hull, 2004; Kavaliauskienė & Užpalienė, 2003) most of ESP learners have low proficiency in the English language. In addition, although having completed their academic studies and graduated from the university, they do not take the advantages of the ESP courses which they took during their academic studies. According to Al-Fadly (2004) , learners' low proficiency in English might be due to several reasons, one is the content of ESP books which are not based on the learners' target needs. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to investigate the English language learning needs of the medical students, studying medical sciences in the faculty of medicine in Mashhad, Iran.
In doing so, the study focuses on Hutchinson and Waters' (1987) model of needs analysis as the guide for the analysis of the collected data from the academic context. The study, more specifically, tries to identify the medical students' perceptions of the importance and the frequency of the English language skills use, their lacks and needs, and their view toward the current English language course for medical students. The findings can help material developers and syllabus designers adopt appropriate strategies for adapting the course materials to the students' needs, thus enhancing the development of the ESP materials.
Review of Literature
ESP has been defined differently by various scholars (Hutchinson & Waters, 1987; Wright, 1992; Smoak, 1996; Aglaua, 1999; Farhady, 1995) . The most common definition for ESP refers to the one which was proposed by Celani (2008) . He defines ESP as an approach which refers to the study of certain aspects of the language to fulfill particular needs of a group of learners.
He claims that an ESP course has five basic features: (a) it reflects the learners' learning needs and necessities, (b) it provides the necessary elements for reaching the desired purposes, (c) it uses the learners' previous knowledge, (d) it permits the learners to use language meaningfully, and (e) it helps the learners adopt new learning strategies and leave off the unhealthy learning habits such as repetition and memorization. According to Hutchinson and Waters (1987) , ESP has undergone five stages to start emerging. Register analysis, as the first stage, traces back to 1960s and early 1970. As Halliday et al. (1964 ( cited in Widdowson, 1983 state, the aim of this stage is to identify the grammatical and lexical features of the registers. The second stage refers to discourse or rhetorical analysis. According to Allen and Widdowson (1983) , the focus of attention in this stage is on the level above the sentence and how the sentences are combined to produce meaning. The third stage of the development refers to target situation analysis. Needs analysis, as Chambers (1980) declares, is the paramount feature of this stage. As Nuttall (1982 ( cited in Widdowson, 1983 claims, the fourth stage integrates the learning skills, strategies and thinking processes that underlie language use. Finaly, the learning-centered approach, as the last stage of ESP development, concerns itself with the understanding of the processes of language learning.
Designing ESP materials and making decisions about the contents of these books without referring to the learners' learning reasons and needs is a desultory task (Yazdjerdi, 2000) . As Munby (1991 cited in Silva, 2002) states, needs analysis is an important factor in the specification of an ESP course.
Assisting teachers to identify particular needs of the learners and adopt appropriate teaching strategies, satisfying the learners' learning needs and motivating the learners to function language communicatively are the main benefits of needs analysis (Hutchinson & Waters, 1987; Yazdjerdi, 2000; Silva, 2002) . Hutchinson and Waters (1987) propose a framework for the investigation of learners' language needs. This framework consists of various questions. Table 1 below illustrates these questions. Considering the needs of medical students, Mazdayasna and Tahririan (2008) performed a mixed methods study in the medical university of Yazd, Iran. They revealed that most of the students complained about the insufficiencies of the medical books. They also found out that students needed mastery in English language before taking ESP courses. Similarly, Xu and Xiao (2006) and Zhuo (1989) in China and Chia et al., (1999) in Taiwan, declared that most of the medical students after the graduation were not able to use the English language for their job-related purposes such as attending medical meetings, reading instructions of the medical equipment and writing articles. Likewise, Yamanaka (2000) , Silva (2002) and Anne (2004) believe that English for Medical Purposes (EMP) as a field of English for Specific Purposes (ESP) should be developed and taught in a way to enhance the communication skills of the physicians and enable them to use the English language effectively in various job-related situations. In terms of the content of the EMP books, Rahimi (2008) ascertains that the content should be relevant to the medical needs of the learners including understanding scientific texts, reading technical textbooks and searching technical journals as well as knowing technical vocabularies and expressions.
Knowing the principles of needs analysis in developing ESP materials, especially in EMP courses, the present study attempts to investigate the medical students' English language learning needs, drawing on Hutchinson and Waters' (1987) model of needs analysis. Moreover, it aims at describing the medical students' perceptions of the importance of English language skills and their frequency of use. It also describes the medical students' insight toward the current ESP courses in academic contexts.
Method

Design
This study based on Hutchinson and Waters' (1987) approach to needs analysis to investigate the foreign (English) language learning needs of the medical students of the medical sciences studying in the faculty of medicine. Therefore, the study was a multi-methodological research as it involved the collection and analysis of both qualitative and quantitative data (see DÖrnyei, 2007) .
Participants
The participants of this study were 100 (60 females and 40 males) students of the medical sciences studying in the academic year 2017 in the faculty of medicine in Mashhad, Iran. All of them were in the third year of their academic career. Since all the participants had passed the ESP courses and had the knowledge of their wants and desires toward the English learning, it was assumed that they were aware of the needs of language learning for medical students. They were aged 21-24. Because an unequal number of males and females who participated in the study, gender was not considered to be a moderator. Since all the participants had been exposed to EFL instruction for about 4 years during high school, they were completely familiar with the basics of the English language skills and grammatical points.
Instrumentation
The main instrument used in this study was the truncated version of the needs analysis questionnaire which was used by Khaksari (2002) , Shuib (2005) and Kaur (1993) . To be comprehensible for the participants, it was written in Persian. To tap the criterion-related validity and achieve reliable results, the Pearson correlation coefficient was employed. The questionnaire consisted of seven parts.
In part one, the participants were asked to provide the related demographic information (e.g. gender, age, level of education). In part two, they were required to write their insight and discernment toward the use of English skills. This part consisted of 22 items (8 items about reading, 6 items about writing, 5 items about listening and 3 items about speaking). A five-point Likert scale was used in this part (1= never, 5= always). Parts three and four were adapted from Shuib (2005) . They were developed to assess the participants' proficiency in four English language skills (speaking, reading, listening and writing) and four sub-skills (grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation and communication) . In these parts, the participants were required to rate their ability in performing English language skills and sub-skills (the same questions in part two). The intensity for each item in the scale ranged from 1
(not efficient at all) to 5 (very efficient).
Part five was developed to elicit the participants' insight of the importance of the English language skills and sub-skills. They were requested to rate the same items in part two (1 = not important, 5 = very important). In part six, the researcher used the same questions of part two to get the participants' perceptions regarding their needs of training to improve their performance in the English language use. Four-point scale was used in this part
(1 = no training, 4 = a lot of training). The last part of the questionnaire was adapted from Kaur (1993) . It was developed to get the participants' insight of the felicitous and appropriateness of the current ESP courses for medical students. This part consisted of four questions. In the first question, the participants were asked to rate the usefulness of the ESP courses with regard to their English language learning needs (1 = very useful, 5 = not useful). In question two, the participants were asked to select the language skills or subskills which appeal to them. Eight language skills and sub-skills including, speaking, reading, writing, listening, grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation and communication were presented to them. In the third question, the participants were required to determine the type of the English language course that they would like to take part in. Three options were presented to them including English for occupational Purposes (EOP), English for Academic Purposes (EAP) and General English (GE). As the last question, the participants were asked to state whether they were satisfied with the allocated time for the ESP courses.
They were asked to specify their responses with "Yes" or "No".
Data Analysis Procedure
After calculating the reliability of the needs' analysis questionnaire (Correlation was significant at the 0.01 level), it was administered to 100 participants of this study who are studying medical sciences in the faculty of medicine. Before the distribution of the questionnaires, the participants were informed of the purposes and the importance of the study. They were also requested to be patient in responding to the questions and be honest in expressing their real ideas. The researcher expressed his gratitude for the time they spent to fill in the questionnaire. After collecting the required data, the researcher analyzed the responses based on Hutchinson and Waters' model of target language needs analysis. Frequency, means and standard deviation of each sections of the needs analysis questionnaire were provided, indicating the participants' needs, lacks and perceptions of the ESP courses.
Research Findings
This study aimed to investigate the English language learning needs of the students of the medical sciences. To fulfill the purpose of the study, Hutchinson and Waters' framework of target language needs analysis was implemented in the analysis of the obtained data. They believed that target language needs analysis is a learner-centered and process-oriented approach which focuses on necessities, lacks and wants of the learners. The following sections elaborate more on the participants' responses to the needs' analysis questionnaire.
Evaluating the Needs Analysis Questionnaire
Since the main instrument of the study was a truncated version of the target language needs analysis questionnaire, the researcher calculated its reliability before administrating the questionnaire to the target population. To this end, two of the ESP instructors of the same university were asked to review and revise the items of the questionnaire, then the adapted questionnaire was distributed among 50 medical students twice with the interval of three weeks, and then a correlation was run. Table 2 indicates that the correlation of the questionnaire is significant at the 0.01 level. Consequently, the needs analysis questionnaire used in this study enjoyed high criterion-related validity and it was an appropriate instrument for data gathering in this study. 
The Participants' Perceptions of the Use of English Language Skills and Sub-skills
In part two of the questionnaire the participants were requested to state their perceptions of the use of English language skills and sub-skills. Table 3 below displays the results of the obtained data. As presented in Table 3 above, among four language skills, reading is perceived to be the most frequently used skill by the participants (overall mean = 3.51).
On the other hand, writing is the least frequently used skill (overall mean = 2.56). Speaking skill (overall mean = 3.35) and listening skill (overall mean = 3.03) have received the second and third places.
For the reading sub-skills, the findings revealed that reading medical articles in technical journals (mean = 4.60), reading articles and textbooks (mean = 4.23) and reading medical texts on the net (mean = 4.12) were the most frequently used sub-skills among the participants. Other reading subskills, such as reading medical notes (mean = 3.45), reading instructions of drugs (mean = 3.02), reading medical and technical manuals (mean = 3.02), reading instructions of medical instruments (mean = 3.00) and reading course pamphlets (mean = 2.65) were perceived to be used less respectively.
Regarding the speaking sub-skills, the findings showed that giving lectures (mean = 3.70) followed by asking questions in class (mean = 3.25) and participating in class discussions (mean = 3.12) were viewed to be the most often used sub-skills by the participants respectively. Among the sub-skills of writing, writing articles was viewed to be used more frequently than other sub-skills (mean = 3.47). Respectively, writing test answers (mean = 2.69), writing projects (mean = 2.50), writing class assignments (mean = 2.64), writing notes (mean = 2.25) and writing patients history (mean = 2.01) were perceived to be used less.
The Participants' Perceptions of the Importance of English language Learning
In part five of the questionnaire the participants were asked to state their perceptions on the importance of English language learning. Table 4 below represents the results of the gathered data. As shown in Table 4 above, of four language skills, reading was considered the most important one (overall mean = 4.09), while speaking was viewed as the least important skill by the participants (overall mean = 3.01). Respectively, listening (overall mean = 3.33) and writing (overall mean = 3.15) skills were given the second and third places. Regarding the writing sub-skills, the results showed that writing article was of paramount importance among other sub-skills (mean = 4.80).
Respectively, writing patients history (mean = 3.00), writing class assignments (mean = 3.00), writing notes (mean = 2.85), writing test answers (mean = 2.75) and writing projects (mean = 2.50) were trivialized by the participants.
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The Participants' Proficiency and Lacks in English Language
In parts three and four of the questionnaire, the participants were requested to self-evaluate their proficiency and lacks in English language skills and subskills. Tables 5 and 6 below show the results of the obtained data. As presented in Table 5 above, the findings revealed that the participants' level of the English language proficiency in reading (mean = 4.50), vocabulary (mean = 4.20), grammar (mean = 4.00), writing (mean = 3.25) and pronunciation skills (mean = 3.10) was higher than the average level (i.e., mean = 3.00). On the other hand, their performance in speaking (2.65), listening (2.45) and communication skills (mean = 2.30) was lower than the expected level (i.e., mean = 3.00). Table 6 below sheds light on the participants' self-evaluation of their lack of the English language skills and sub-skills. As shown in Table 6 above, the participants' efficiency in English language skills was in reading (overall mean = 4.03), writing (overall mean = 3.20), listening (overall mean = 2.38) and speaking (overall mean = 1.76) respectively.
Regarding the sub-skills of reading, the results found that all items had mean scores that range from 4.00 to 4.10. Consequently, all the participants were efficient in reading sub-skills.
For writing sub-skills, the results revealed that most of the items had mean scores that range from 3.00 to 3.10, except from the writing articles which score higher at 4.05. Regarding the sub-skills of listening, the findings showed that all items had the mean scores that range from 2.00 to 2.75. This denoted that the participants were not efficient enough in listening sub-skills.
For three sub-skills of speaking, the results found that all items had the mean scores that range from 1.50 to 2.00, which indicated that the participants were less efficient in these terms.
The Participants' English Language Needs
In part six of the needs analysis questionnaire the participants were requested to state their needs of training to improve their performance in English language. Table 7 below presents the results of the gathered data. As Table 7 above shows, of four language skills, the participants' responses revealed that they needed more training in speaking (overall mean = 3.81) and listening (overall mean = 3.06) skills to improve their performance in the use of the English language. On the other hand, in terms of writing (overall mean = 2.27) and reading (overall mean = 1.91) skills they needed less or no training.
Regarding the speaking sub-skills, the findings revealed that students needed more training in giving lectures (mean = 4.45), participating in class discussions (mean = 3.50) and asking questions in class (mean = 3.50)
respectively.
For the sub-skills of listening, the results showed that the participants preferred to be trained more in listening to presentations in conferences Among the writing sub-skills, the results reported that the participants would like to receive more training in writing articles (mean = 4.15) and writing projects (mean = 3.25). The remaining writing sub-skills, i.e. writing patients history (mean = 2.25), writing test answers (mean = 1.5), writing class assignments (mean = 1.50) and writing notes (mean = 1.00) were observed to need less training.
Regarding the sub-skills of reading, the findings represented that the participants only needed training in reading medical texts on the net (mean = 3.00) and reading medical articles in technical journals (mean = 3.00). Other sub-skills, i.e. reading articles and textbooks (mean = 2.15), reading instructions of medical instruments (mean = 2.15), reading technical and medical manuals (mean = 1.50), reading medical notes (mean = 1.50), reading course pamphlets (mean = 1.00) and reading instructions of drugs (mean = 1.00) were viewed to need less or no training.
The Participants' Insight into the Appropriateness of the ESP Course
In the last part of the questionnaire, the participants were requested to express their ideas on the usefulness of the ESP courses in meeting their wants and needs. To this end, the following questions were presented to the participants:
1. How appropriate was the English language course with regard to your English language learning wants?
2. Which skills / sub-skills would you like to receive more training?
3. What type of English language course would you like to take part?
EOP/EAP/GE? 4. Was the allocated time for each English language course enough?
The following sections report the participants' responses to these questions.
The Participants' Perceptions of the Appropriateness of the English Language Courses Table 8 below reports the students' view of the usefulness of the English language courses for medical students. The findings of Table 8 showed that most of the participants (64%) found the English language courses inappropriate or of little use in fulfilling their needs of the English language learning and only 36% of them stated that these courses were useful for them.
The Participants' Desire of English Language skills/sub-skills Table 9 below presents those skills/sub-skills which the students prefer to be trained more in. The results of Table 9 revealed that 59% of the participants considered speaking (27%), listening (18%) and communication (14%) skills of utmost importance among other English language skills and sub-skills. Consequently, they believed that these skills should be given priority in the English language courses.
The Participants' Perceptions of the Type of English Language Course As the above table indicates, most of the participants (64%) preferred to take part in English for Occupational Purposes (EOP) courses, while a few of them were satisfied with General English (GE) courses.
The Participants' Idea on the Time Allocated to English Language Course
As the last question, the participants were asked to state their opinions on time allocated to the English language courses. Table 11 below reflects their feedback on this question. The findings illustrated in the Table 11 indicate that over two thirds of the participants (68%) stated that the time dedicated to the English language courses was not sufficient to reach the demanded level of the English language proficiency.
Discussion
This section consists of two parts: Part one discusses the students' English language learning needs and Part two describes the students' perceptions of the current English language courses.
The Students' English Language Learning Needs
The purpose of the present study was to investigate the English language needs of the medical students in an academic context. To accomplish this, the study drew on the Hutchinson and Waters' (1987) framework of target language needs analysis (necessities, lacks and wants). After gathering data through the needs analysis questionnaire, the following results were found.
Firstly, regarding the medical students' English language necessities, the results of the present study revealed that reading, listening, speaking and writing were the most frequently used English skills and reading, listening, writing and speaking were considered the most important English language skills. It was also found that reading articles and textbooks, reading medical articles in technical journals, reading medical and technical manuals, reading medical texts on the net, reading instructions of medical instruments, reading course pamphlets, reading instruction of drugs, reading medical notes, giving lectures, asking questions in class, listening to the medical lectures, listening to the presentations in conferences and writing articles were the most important and frequently used English sub-skills (see Tables 3 and 4) . Thus, it is perceived that reading skill is the number one in terms of frequency of use and importance. The findings are to a great extent consistent with Al-Tamimi and Shuib (2010) and Basturkman's (1998) research data. They investigated the petroleum engineering students' needs of the English language learning.
They found out that all English language skills, whether frequently used or not, were highly important. They also found that writing articles, reading booklets, giving lectures and reading textbooks were the most important and frequently used English sub-skills. The findings are somehow in line with Ghalandari, Nakhle, Razavi and Naghavi (2013) , who found out that reading, speaking, listening and writing respectively are the most important English language skills for the medical students. Furthermore, consistent with (Pritchard & Nasr, 2004; Joesba & Ardeo, 2005; Sidek et al., 2006; Hui, 2007) , the findings of the present study confirmed the role of English as a lingua franca in medicine community.
Secondly, in terms of the medical students' English language lacks, the findings revealed that the students found themselves proficient enough in reading, writing vocabulary and grammar skills, while they perceived themselves to be less proficient in speaking, listening, pronunciation and communication skills. Moreover, they rated themselves to be weak in writing and speaking sub-skills. More interestingly, although speaking is frequently used by the students, their level of performance in this skill is not satisfactory (see Tables 5 and 6 ). In line with this study, Ghalandari et al. (2013) indicated that students are not proficient enough in writing and speaking skills and subskills.
Finally, regarding the medical students' English language needs, the findings revealed that the students need more training in speaking, listening, writing and reading skills, respectively to develop their language skills (see Table 7 ).
The Students' Perceptions of the Current English Language Course
Having analysed the findings of the English language learning needs, this section discusses the medical students' view toward the current English language courses.
The findings of the study revealed that the majority of the medical students find the current English language course inappropriate and useless.
In other words, the current English language course for medical students is not in agreement with their English language learning needs and wants (see Table   8 ). Al-Tamimi and Shuib (2010) reported the same results in their study on petroleum students. In line with these findings, Nunan (1989) stated that "the effectiveness of a language program will be dictated as much by the attitudes and expectations of the learners as by the specifications of the official curriculum" (p. 176). Thus, the students' perceptions of the appropriateness of the English language course would be more important than the stakeholders' perceptions. Contrary, Ghalandari et al. (2013) in their study conducted in the faculty of medicine in Shiraz, Iran, revealed that ESP textbooks are completely compatible with the students' needs.
According to Raluca (2002) , most of the learners know their wants and know why they need the English language for, consequently, to fulfill their language learning needs, they can offer what should be incorporated in ESP books. In line with this, the findings revealed that most of the students are interested in speaking, listening and communication skill, thus, in preparing ESP books these skills should be given priority (see Table 9 ). Additionally, in line with (Al-Tamimi & Shuib, 2010; Hyland, 2006 ) the findings proved that most of the students prefer English for Occupational Purposes (EOP) type of the English language course to take part in. This could refer to the fact that they would like to use English language communicatively in their workplace, where the English language is considered to be the medium of transactions (see Table 10 ).
Finally, in line with Al-Tamimi and Shuib (2010) , the findings of the current study revealed that the period of three semesters is not sufficient for the students to improve their job-related language skills and become proficient users of the English language (see Table 11 ). Consistent with them, Hyland 
Conclusion
This study investigated the pragmatic dimensions of the needs analysis in designing and developing ESP books, by relying on a needs' analysis framework. It identified the medical students' needs of learning English by considering the frequency of their use of English language skills/sub-skills, the significance of these skills, their English language lacks and wants. Additionally, this study demonstrated the students' insight of the English language courses.
To sum up, concurred with Richards et al., (1985) , the study confirmed the significance of the proficiency in English and incorporation of all language skills in designing ESP books. In addition, it emphasized the seriousness of considering learners' needs, lacks and wants in developing ESP books. AbuRizaizah (2005) believed that considering the learners' needs and interests in developing ESP books has a significant influence on their motivation to learn, therefore leads to the English language achievement. Moreover, Rayan (2007) believed that involving learners in designing ESP books increases their motivation, fosters their critical thinking abilities, and makes them participate in different language learning tasks and gain proficiency. He also added that incorporating all language skills in an ESP book makes learning more enjoyable in reaching the objectives of the course and subsequently results in effective learning.
Further studies can draw on methodology used in this study but include a larger variety of data to securely generalize the findings. Further studies can also focus on needs analysis of the language learners in other fields of studies.
A meticulous investigation of the learners' needs analysis can also lead to designing more practical ESP books.
